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SPECIFICATION 



TITLE OF THE INVENTION 

Apparatus and Method Supporting Operation of Server Based on 
Access Status to Server and Computer-Readable Recording Medium 
Recorded with Program Realizing Such Method 
5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a server connected to a plurality of 
cKent computers through a network, particularly to an apparatus 
supporting a server that operates an electronic conference system by storing 

10 opinions on the network in electronic data format and allowing users to 
browse the opinions. 
Description of the Background Art 

A system is known that stores information on a server connected to a 
network for allowing users to browse, e.g., electronic bidletin boards, 

15 electronic conference systems and chat rooms. In such a system, a count of 
browsing will be more and an activity of conferencing will more increase if 
much more information can be stored on the server by the users. 

Japanese Patent Laying-Open No. 11-45279 discloses a system that 
measures the usage status of bulletin boards and the activity of conferencing 

20 in the systems of electronic bulletin boards and electronic conferencing. 
According to the electronic bulletin board system disclosed in this 
pubhcation, correspondence transmitted from a user is posted on a 
designated bulletin board among a plurality of bulletin boards provided for 
respective predetermined subjects. This system includes a usage status 

25 measuring circuit checking the usage status of each bxilletin board to 

determine an inactive bxilletin board and an active bulletin board, a similar 
correspondence identify circuit to identify correspondence similar to the 
correspondence in an inactive bulletin board from the correspondence in an 
active bulletin board determined by the usage status measuring circuit, and 

30 a related correspondence display circuit to display information of an active 
buUetin board posted with the correspondence identified to be similar by the 
similar correspondence identify circuit at the inactive bulletin board 
identified to be similar. 
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The usage status measuring circuit checks the usage status of each 
bulletin board to determine an inactive bulletin board and an active bulletin 
board. The similar correspondence identify circmt identifies 
correspondence similar to the correspondence in an inactive bulletin board 
5 from the correspondence in the active bulletin board determined by the 

usage status measuring circuit. The related correspondence display circuit 
displays at the inactive bulletin board the information of the active bulletin 
board with the correspondence determined as to be similar determined by 
the similar correspondence identify circ^lit. 
10 According to the disclosed system, the correspondence posted at the 

active bulletin board and that is similar to the correspondence posted at the 
inactive biiUetin board is identi&ed, and information of that active bulletin 
board is presented at the inactive bulletin board. Accordingly, an inactive 
bulletin board can be rendered active. 
15 An apparatus that analyzes the contents of a bulletin board and 

conference in an electronic bulletin board and electronic conference system 
according to the interest of the user is disclosed in Japanese Patent Laying- 
Open No. 11-203326. The electronic conference support apparatus 
disclosed in this publication is connected to a network to allow conferencing 
20 for a pluraHty of users to store and browse electronic documents. The 

apparatus includes a classifying circuit classifying opinions in conferencing 
according to an attribute information of an opinion and a relation to another 
opinion, a conference management data generation circuit generating 
conference management data including the attribute information and 
25 electronic document representing an opinion in a conference, an extraction 
circuit that extracts an electronic document based on search terms for the 
conference management data, a management data generation circmt 
connected to the extraction circuit generating management data including 
the logic position information of the conference management data including 
30 the extracted electronic documents and the extracted electronic documents, 
and an output circidt providing the management data as a user's interest 
information. 

The classifying circuit classifies the opinions in the conference based 
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on attribute information of an opinion and the relation to another opinion. 
The conference management data generation circuit generates the 
conference management data including the attribute information and 
electronic document. The extraction circuit retrieves the electronic 
5 document according to the search terms for the conference management 

data. The management data generation circuit generates the management 
data including the logic position information of the conference management 
data including the extracted electronic documents and the extracted 
electronic documents. The output circuit provides the management data. 

10 According to this apparatus, the user can retrieve an opinion 

according to his or her interest using a visual search result based on the 
logic position information. 

However, the electronic bulletin board system disclosed in Japanese 
Patent Laying-Open No. 11-45279 only makes an inactive btdletin board 

15 active. The user cannot identify in real time the current usage status of the 
bulletin board. 

The electronic conference support apparatus disclosed in Japanese 
Patent Laying-Open No. 11-203326 can only search for an opinion according 
to the user's interest based on the management data that are already under 

20 control of a management circuit. The user cannot identify in real time that 
conferencing of high interest to the user is currently made in the electronic 
conference system. 
SUMMAEY OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the present invention is to provide a server operation 

25 support apparatus and server operation support method supporting the 
operation of a server that provides an electronic conference system or the 
like to which many chent computers are connected through a network, based 
on the access status of a chent computer to that server. 

Another object of the present invention is to provide a server 

30 operation support apparatus and server operation support method 

supporting the operation of a server that provides an electronic conference 
system or the like, based on the contents transmitted irom a chent computer 
to that server. 



A further object of the present invention is to provide a server 
operation support apparatus and server operation support method 
supporting the operation o£ a server that provides an electronic conference 
system or the hke, based on the access site of that server. 
5 Still another object of the present invention is to provide a server 

operation support apparatus and server operation support method 
supporting the operation of a server providing an electronic conference 
system or the Hke, based on information of a client computer that accesses 
that server. 

10 A still further aspect of the present invention is to provide a server 

operation support apparatus and server operation support method 
supporting the operation of a server that provides an electronic conference 
system or the like to which many client computers are connected through a 
network, in response to a request from a cHent computer. 

15 Yet a further object of the present invention is to provide a server 

operation support apparatus and server operation support method 
supporting the operation of a server that provides an electronic conference 
system or the hke to which many cHent computers are connected through a 
network, by advertising efficiently to users using the client computers in 

20 that server. 

According to an aspect of the present invention, a server operation 
support apparatus supports the operation of a server to which a plurality of 
dient computers including a first cHent computer are connected through a 
network. The server operation support apparatus includes a 

25 communication circmt connected to the network to communicate 

information among the plurality of cHent computers to allow the plurality of 
chent computers to share information with each other via the server, a 
storage circuit prestoring a transmission destination in transmitting 
information to the first cHent computer, a detection circuit connected to the 

30 network to detect the access status of a cHent computer to the server, and a 
control circuit connected to the communication circuit, the storage circxut, 
and the detection circuit to transmit information according to the access 
status to a transmission destination stored in the storage circuit when the 
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access status detected by the detection circmt satisfies a predetermined 
condition. 

The storage circuit prestores a transmission destination in order to 
transmit information to a first cHent computer. The detection circuit 
5 detects the access status of a chent computer to the server. The control 
circuit transmits information based on the access status to a transmission 
destination stored in the storage circuit when the access status detected by 
the detection circuit satisfies a predetermined condition. The access status 
to the server is monitored in real time and notified to the first client 

10 computer when the access status satisfies the predetermined condition. 
The first cMent computer can be made aware of the access status to the 
server satisfying the predetermined condition to determine whether to 
access the server or not. In a server that provides an electronic conference 
system or the like to which many client computers are connected through a 

15 network, a server operation support apparatus supports the business 
management of the server by providing efi'ectual information at an 
appropriate time to increase the number of access users. 

Preferably, the server operation support apparatus further includes 
a registration circuit registering information of interest that is preset for a 

20 first dient computer. The detection circuit includes a circmt detecting the 
information of interest registered in the registration circuit from the 
transmission data transmitted by a chent computer to the server. The 
control circuit includes a circuit controlling the communication circuit so 
that, in response to the detection circuit detecting information of interest 

25 registered in the registration circuit from the transmitted data, information 
indicating that the transmission data including the information of interest 
of the first chent computer has been transmitted to the server is transmitted 
to the first chent computer having the detected information of interest. 
The first chent computer is notified when the transmission data 

30 including the registered information of interest is detected. The fixst chent 
computer can be made aware of transmission of the transmission 
information including the information of interest to the server to determine 
whether to access the server or not. 
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Further preferably, the server includes a plurality of access sites to 
which the cHent computer accesses. The server operation support 
apparatus further includes a registration circtiit to register an access site 
that is preset for first chent computer. The detection circxiit includes a 
5 circuit detecting the access status of a cHent computer to the server for 
access site. The control circuit includes a circuit controBing the 
communication circuit so that, in response to detection of access to an access 
site registered in the registration circuit by the detection circiiit, information 
indicating the presence of a client computer accessing the access site set for 

10 the first client computer is transmitted to the first client computer. 

The first client computer is notified when a chent computer accesses 
the registered access site during the monitoring of the access status to the 
server in real time. The first chent computer is made aware of the presence 
of a chent computer accessing the access site of interest to determine 

15 whether to access the server or not. 

Further preferably, the server operation support apparatus further 
includes a registration circuit registering the personal information preset for 
a user using the first chent computer. The detection circuit includes a 
circmt detecting the personal information of the chent computer that 

20 accesses the server. The control circuit includes a circuit controlling the 

communication circuit so that information indicating that a chent computer 
having personal information similar to the personal information of the fijrst 
chent computer has accessed the server is transmitted to the first chent 
having personal information similar to the personal information detected by 

25 the detection circmt. 

The personal information of a chent computer accessing the server is 
extracted. Notification of a chent computer having personal information 
similar to the personal information of the first chent computer has accessed 
the server is made to the first chent computer having personal information 

30 similar to the extracted personal information. The first chent computer is 
made aware of a user using a chent computer having personal information 
(for example, sex, age, and the hke) similar to his/her own personal 
information or arbitrary registered personal information to determine 
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whether to access the server or not. 

The server operation support apparatus of the present invention 
supports the operation of a server to which a plurality of client computers 
including a first chent computer is connected through a network. The 
5 server operation support apparatus includes a communication circuit 

connected to the network to communicate information among a plurality of 
chent computers to allow a plurality of chent computers to share information 
with each other through the server. The communication circmt includes a 
circuit receiving query request information to inquire the access status from 

10 the first chent computer. The server operation support apparatus further 
includes a detection circuit connected to the network to detect an access 
status of a chent computer to the server, and a control circuit connected to 
the communication circxiit and the detection circuit to control the 
communication circuit so that, in response to reception of the query request 

15 information by the communication circuit, information based on the access 
status is transmitted to the first chent computer that has transmitted the 
query request information. 

The detection circuit detects the access status of a chent computer to 
the server. The communication circxiit receives query request information 

20 to inquire the access status from the first chent computer. The control 
circviit responds to the query request information firom the first chent 
computer to transmit information based on the access status to the first 
chent computer that has transmitted the query request information. Upon 
receiving query request information to inqiure the access status from the 

25 first chent computer during monitoring of the access status to the server in 
real time, the first chent computer is notified of the access status. The first 
chent computer can directly inqxiire the access status to detect the access 
status to the server and determine whether to access the server or not. In a 
server that operates an electronic conference system or the like to which 

30 many chent computers are connected through a network, a server operation 
support apparatus can be provided effectual information to increase the 
number of access users. 

The server operation support apparatus of the present invention 



- 7 - 



supports the operation of a server to which a plurality of cKent computers 
are connected through a network. The server can advertise to a pluraHty of 
client computers. The server operation support apparatus includes a 
storage circuit prestoring information indicating an advertiser, a detection 
5 circuit connected to the network to detect the access status of a cKent 

computer to the server, and a designation circuit connected to the storage 
circuit and the detection circuit to designate insertion of an advertisement to 
the server based on information indicating an advertiser stored in the 
storage circuit when the access status detected by the detection circuit 
10 satisfies a predetermined condition. 

The storage circuit prestores information indicating an advertiser. 
The detection circuit detects the access status of a client computer to the 
server. The designation circuit designates insertion of an advertisement 
for an advertiser to the server based on information indicating the 
15 advertisement and an advertiser stored in the storage circmt when the 
access status detected by the detection circuit satisfies a predetermined 
condition. The access status to the server is monitored in real time. When 
the access status satisfies the predetermined condition, an advertisement is 
inserted in the server based on information indicating the advertiser stored 
20 in the storage circuit. In a server that operates an electronic conference 
system or the hke to which many cHent computers are connected through 
the network, a server operation support apparatus is provided that inserts 
an advertisement when appropriate (for example, when access is active) to 
cause many users using the cHent computers to view the advertisement. 
25 According to a further aspect of the present invention, a server 

operation support method supports the operation of a server to which a 
plurality of client computers including a first cHent computer is connected 
through a network. The server transmits and receives information with 
respect to the plurality of client computers to allow the plurality of chent 
30 computers to share information with each other through the server. The 
server operation support method includes the steps of preparing a 
transmission destination to transmit information to the fijrst client computer, 
detecting the access status of a chent computer to the server, and 
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transmitting information based on the access status to the transmission 
destination prepared at the step of preparing a transmission destination 
when the access status detected at the step of detecting the access status 
satisfies a predetermined condition. 
5 The access status to the server is monitored in real time. The first 

client computer is notified when the access status satisfies the 
predetermined condition. The first client computer can be made aware that 
the access status to the server has satisfied the predetermined condition to 
determine whether to access the server or not. In a server that operates an 
10 electronic conference system or the Hke to which many cHent computers are 
connected through the network, a server operation support method 
supporting the operation of the server can be provided by suppl5rLng 
information timely to access when appropriate to increase the number of 
access users. 

15 According to still another aspect of the present invention, a 

computer-readable recording medium is recorded with a program that 
realizes a server operation support method supporting the operation of a 
server to which a plurahty of chent computers including a first chent 
computer are connected through a network. The server transmits and 

20 receives information with respect to the plurality of chent computers to 

allow the plurality of chent computers to share information with each other 
through the server. The server operation support method includes the 
steps of preparing a transmission destination to transmit information to the 
first chent computer, detecting the access status of a dient computer to the 

25 server, and transmitting information according to the access status to the 
transmission destination prepared at the step of preparing a transmission 
destination when the access status detected at the step of detecting an 
access status satisfies the predetermined condition. 

The access status to the server is monitored in real time. The first 

30 chent computer is notified when the access status satisfies the 

predetermined condition. The first chent computer can be made aware of 
the access status to the server satisfying the predetermined condition to 
determine whether to access the server or not. In a server that operates an 



electronic conference system or the like to which many client computers are 
connected through the network, a computer-readable recording medium is 
provided recorded with a program that reahzes a server operation support 
method supporting the operation of the server by supplying information 
5 timely to access when appropriate to increase the number of access users. 

The foregoing and other objects, features, aspects and advantages of 
the present invention will become more apparent from the following detailed 
description of the present invention when taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings. 
10 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 shows the entire structure of an electronic conference system 
including a server operation support apparatus according to an embodiment 
of the present invention. 

Fig. 2 is a control block diagram of a server operation support 
15 apparatus according to the embodiment of the present invention. 

Fig. 3 shows an example of user information stored in a user 
information storage unit. 

Figs. 4 and 5 show examples of information of interest to the user 
stored in the user interest information storage unit. 
20 Fig. 6 shows an example of a screen displayed at a computer of a 

general user. 

Fig. 7 shows an example of a message stored in a message storage 

unit. 

Fig. 8 shows an example of a conference haU information generated 
25 by a conference monitor unit. 

Fig. 9 shows an example of advertiser information stored in an 
advertisement information storage unit. 

Figs. 10 and 11 show examples of advertisement information stored 
in the advertisement information storage unit. 
30 Fig. 12 shows classification of the advertising fee. 

Fig. 13 shows an example of the time table of a timer unit. 

Fig. 14 shows an appearance of a computer that realizes a server 
operation support apparatus according to the embodiment of the present 



- 10- 



invention. 

Fig. 15 is a control block diagram of the computer of Fig. 14. 

Figs. 16 and 17 are flow charts of the control procedure of a general 
user notification process executed by a general user notification unit. 
5 Figs. 18 and 19 shows examples of electronic mail transmitted to a 

general user. 

Fig. 20 is a flow chart of the control procedure of an advertiser 
notification process executed by an advertiser notification unit. 

Fig. 2 1 shows an example of electronic mail transmitted to an 
10 advertiser. 

Fig. 22 is a flow chart of the control procedure of an insertion request 
mail reception process executed by an insertion request mail reception 
processing unit. 

Fig. 23 shows an example of electronic mail transmitted by an 
15 advertiser to the server operation support apparatus. 

Fig. 24 shows an example of a display screen at an advertiser's 
computer. 

Fig. 25 is a flow chart of a control procedure of an advertisement 
insertion end process executed by an advertisement insertion end processing 
20 unit. 

Fig. 26 is a flow chart of a control procedure of an advertiser 
notification process executed by an advertiser notification unit. 

Fig. 27 is a flow chart of a control procedure of an insertion request 
mail reception process executed by an insertion request mail reception 
25 processing unit. 

Fig. 28 shows an example of a data table that stores advertisement 
candidate data based on insertion request mail. 

Fig. 29 is a flow chart of a control procedure of an insertion request 
mail time out process executed by an insertion request mafl time out 
30 processing unit. 

Fig. 30 is a flow chart of a control procedure of an advertisement 
insertion end process executed by an advertisement insertion end processing 
unit. 
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Fig. 3 1 shows an example of a data table that stores advertisement 
candidate data based on insertion request mail. 
DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Embodiments of the present invention will be described hereinafter 
5 with reference to the drawings. In the description and drawings below, the 
same components have the same reference character allotted. Their label 
and function are the same. Therefore, detailed description thereof will not 
be repeated. 

Referring to Fig. 1, the entire structure of an electronic conference 

10 system including a server operation support apparatus according to an 
embodiment of the present invention includes a server ICQ realizing the 
server operation support apparatus of the present embodiment, a client 
personal computer 102 of a general user to present an opinion to the 
electronic conference system in electronic data format, a cKent personal 

15 computer 104 of an advertiser to insert an advertisement at a virtual 
conference hall (virtual conference hall referred to as "conference hall" 
hereinafter) realized by the electronic conference system, a first network 106 
connecting server 100 with client personal computers 102 and 104, a second 
network 108 connected to first network 106, a cellular phone base station 

20 110 connected to second network 108, and a cellular phone 112 receiving 
information from cellular phone base station 110 and displaying the 
received information at a display. 

In the description below, it is assumed that the server operation 
support apparatus of the present embodiment is realized in a server that 

25 operates an electronic conference system. It will be understood that such 
description is merely exemplary and the server operating the electronic 
conference system and the apparatus realizing the server operation support 
apparatus may be provided separately. 

Referring to Fig. 2, a server operation support apparatus 120 

30 according to the present embodiment in server 100 includes a network 

connection unit 200 connected to first network 106, which is an interface to 
provide communication with general user client personal computer 102, 
advertiser client personal computer 104 and cellular phone 112, a control 
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unit 300 controlling each component of server operation support apparatus 
120, a storage unit 400 storing various data, and a timer unit 500 sensing 
the current time to effect a predetermined designation at the set time. 

Control unit 300 includes a mail transmission/reception unit 302 
5 transmitting and receiving a mail according to the mail address of a general 
user stored in storage unit 400, a log-in supervise unit 304 supervising the 
log-in of a plurality of users selecting a conference hall to participate, based 
on user ID (identification) data and password data stored in storage unit 400, 
a user information organization unit 306 registering and modifying the user 

10 information stored in storage unit 400, and a user interest information 

organization unit 308 registering and modif5rLng information of interest to 
the user stored in storage unit 400. 

Control unit 300 further includes a traffic detect unit 3 10 detecting 
the access status per unit time fcom a general user chent computer 104 to 

15 server 100 via first network 106, a conference monitor unit 312 monitoring 
the access status of a plurahty of conference halls where a general user 
participates through general user chent personal computer 102, a message 
management unit 314 organizing a message transmitted to a conference hall 
by a general user, and an advertisement information management unit 316 

20 organizing the advertisement information inserted in the conference hall. 

Control unit 300 further includes a general user notification unit 
318 determining whether a predetermined condition is satisfied or not 
according to the access status information of a conference hall generated by 
conference monitor unit 3 12 to transmit predetermined information in 

25 electronic mail format to a general user when the predetermined condition is 
satisfied, an advertiser notification unit 320 transmitting advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail in electronic mail format to £in advertiser when 
the predetermined condition is satisfied, and an insertion request mail 
reception processing unit 322 carrying out a reception process of insertion 

30 request mail from the advertiser who wishes to insert an advertisement. 

Storage unit 400 includes a user information storage unit 402 
storing general user ID data, password data, mail address data that are 
input through user information organization unit 306, and a user interest 
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information storage unit 404 storing conference hall ID data indicating a 
conference hall of high interest to the user for each general user that is input 
through user interest information organization unit 308 or data indicating a 
keyword of interest to the user. Storage unit 400 further includes a 
5 message storage unit 406 storing a message transmitted from a general user 
via message management unit 314, and an advertisement information 
storage unit 408 storing advertisement information transmitted from an 
advertiser via advertisement information management unit 3 16. The 
information stored in user information storage unit 402 and user interest 

10 information storage unit 404 can be registered, altered, and deleted by the 
user through user information organization unit 306 and user interest 
information organization unit 308, respectively. 

Timer unit 500 includes a clock unit 502 measuring the current time, 
a time table 504 connected to clock unit 502 and storing a time of execution 

15 for a plurality of processes, an insertion request mail time out processing 
unit 506 connected to time table 504 and carrying out a time out process of 
insertion request mail from an advertiser, and an advertisement insertion 
end processing unit 508 connected to time table 504 and carrying out an 
advertisement insertion end process when coming to the advertisement 

20 insertion time. 

Referring to Fig. 3, the user information stored in user information 
storage unit 402 includes password data, mail address data, sex data and 
age data for each general user ID. 

Referring to Fig. 4, the user interest information stored in user 

25 interest information storage unit 404 includes for each general user ID the 
data of a conference hall of interest ID, previous notification time, and the 
number of presented messages as well as the number of conference 
participants that is the condition to provide notification. For example, a 
general user with the user ID "sugi" is highly interested in the conference 

30 hall indicated as "conference hall ID = 2". When the number of presented 
messages in this conference hall (conference hall ID = 2) reaches the number 
of 15 or when the number of participants reaches the number of 10, "sugi" is 
notified of active conferencing in this conference hall (conference hall ID = 2). 
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This notification is effected through general user notification unit 318, and 
transmitted to mail address "sugi@foo.ne.jp" corresponding to the user ID 
"sugi" shown in Fig. 3. 

Referring to Fig. 5, the user interest information stored in user 
5 interest information storage unit 404 includes data representing a keyword 
of interest, in addition to the information shown in Fig. 4 for each general 
user ID. In this case, the user interest information includes data 
representing a kejnvord of interest and the previous notification time for 
each general user ID. 

10 Registration of this keyword of interest is implemented through a 

screen 550 displayed on the monitor of general user client personal 
computer 102 as shown in Fig. 6. By pointing to an interest registration 
button 552 displayed on screen 550 with a mouse cursor 554 and clicking the 
mouse button, the keyword corresponding to interest registration button 552 

15 is stored in interest information storage unit 404 as the keyword of interest. 
For example, by designating interest registration button 552 shown in Fig. 6 
with mouse cursor 554 and cHcking the mouse button, "Servlet" 
corresponding to interest registration button 552 is stored in interest 
information storage unit 404 as the keyword of interest. 

20 Referring to Fig. 7, the message stored in message storage unit 406 

through message management unit 314 includes the data of conference hall 
ID, title data, main text, presenter's name and the date of presenting 
correspondence for each general user ID. The title and main text data are 
stored in text format, and can be retrieved according to the keyword of 

25 interest of the user interest information shown in Fig. 5, stored in interest 
information storage unit 404. 

Referring to Fig. 8, the access status information of a conference hall 
generated at conference monitor unit 312 (access status information of 
conference hall called "conference hall information" hereinafter) includes an 

30 advertisement insertion process flag and data indicating the current status 
for each conference hall ID. The advertisement insertion process flag is set 
for respective conference halls when a query is done so as to confirm about 
the advertisement insertion to an advertiser or when the advertisement in 
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the conference hall is determined. The conference hall set with this flag is 
set so as to suppress any advertiser notification process that will be 
described afterwards. The data representing the current status stored in 
the conference hall information includes the data of the number of presented 
5 messages, the number of times a message is referred to and the number of 
participants in the conference. As to the data of the number of participants 
in the conference, the number is classified according to age and sex and then 
stored. As to a conference hall corresponding to conference hall ID = 2, the 
advertisement insertion flag is reset. The number of presented messages 

10 over a predetermined time (for example, the last five minutes) is 11. The 
number of times the message is referred to is 2 1, and there are seven male 
participants and eight female participants in that conference. 

Referring to Fig. 9, the advertiser information stored in 
advertisement information storage unit 408 includes password data and 

15 mail address data for each advertiser ID. The information shown in Fig. 9 
can be registered, altered and deleted through advertisement information 
management unit 316. 

Referring to Fig. 10, the advertisement information stored in 
advertisement information storage unit 408 includes for each advertiser ID 

20 the data of conference hall ID, advertising period, advertisement insertion 
condition, the URL (Uniform Resource Locators) of the homepage where 
advertisement information is stored, first advertisement text data, second 
advertisement text data, third advertisement text data, automation flag, 
and advertisement inserted duration data. As to the advertisement 

25 information shown in Fig. 10, only one advertiser is determined upon setting 
the conference haU and the advertising period. For example, as to the 
conference hall corresponding to conference haU ID = 3, the advertiser with 
the advertiser ID = 1 is determined during the period of time from March 6, 
2000 to March 12, 2000, and the advertiser with the advertiser ID = 2 is 

30 determined during the period of time from March 13, 2000 to March 19, 
2000. 

Referring to Fig. 11, the advertisement information stored in 
advertisement information storage unit 408 includes the advertisement 
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information for a plurality of advertisers in addition to the advertisement 
information shown in Fig. 10. As shown in Fig. 11, the advertisement 
information has a plurality of advertisers registered in one conference hall 
without defining the advertising period. The advertisement information 
5 includes for each advertiser ID the data of conference hall ID, advertisement 
insertion condition, the URL of the homepage in which the advertisement 
data is stored, first advertisement text data, second advertisement text data, 
third advertisement text data and advertisement duration data. For 
example, as to the conference hall of conference hall ID = 4, registration is 

10 made of the request to insert an advertisement by the advertiser with 
advertiser ID = 6 under an advertisement insertion condition B and the 
advertiser with the advertiser ID = 10 under the advertisement insertion 
condition A. As to the advertisers with the advertiser ID of 7, 8 and 9, 
request is made to insert an advertisement in all conference halls without 

15 defining a particular conference hall ID. In this case, registration is made 
of the request to insert an advertisement by advertisers with advertiser ID = 
7 and 9 under advertisement insertion condition A or B, and the advertiser 
with advertiser ID = 8 under advertisement insertion condition B. 

Referring to Fig. 12, the advertisement insertion condition is 

20 determined by the degree of activity that is calculated based on the access 
status for each conference hall. For example, advertisement insertion 
condition A is: the number of presented messages > PI £ind the number of 
times a message is referred to > Ql and the number of participants in 
conference > Rl. Advisement insertion condition B is: the number of 

25 presented messages > P2 and the number of times a message is referred to > 
Q2 and the number of participants in conference > R2. Advertisement 
insertion condition C is: the number of presented messages > P3 and the 
number of times a message is referred to > Q3 and the number of 
participants in conference > R3. Here, it is assumed that the relationships 

30 of PI > F2 > P3, Ql > Q2 > Q3, Rl > R2 > R3 are established. 

The advertising fee (per minute) is determined corresponding to 
respective advertisement insertion conditions. For example, the 
advertising fee is XI, X2, and X3 for advertisement insertion conditions A, B, 
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and C, respectively. Here, it is assumed that th.e relationship of XI > X2 > 
X3 is estabhshed. In other words, the advertising fee of Fig. 12 is set to a 
higher value as the access status to the conference hall is more active. 
Referring to Fig. 13, time table 504 includes for each time 
5 management ID the data of the time when a process specified by the time 
msmagement ID is to be carried out, data representing the object that 
designates execution of a process, and data representing the contents of a set 
time. For example, when clock unit 502 senses the time of 10:05, insertion 
request mail time out processing unit 506 is notified that the reply time limit 

10 for the advertisement insertion confirm mail (advertisement insertion 

confirmation mail ID = 1) has come (time management ID = 1). In response 
to this notification, insertion request mail time out processing unit 506 
carries out an insertion request mail time out process that will be described 
afterwards. When clock unit 502 senses the time of 11:14, advertisement 

15 insertion end processing unit 508 is notified that the advertisement 

insertion end time of the conference hall (conference hall ID = 1) has come 
(time management ID = 3). In response to this notification, advertisement 
insertion end processing unit 508 carries out an advertisement insertion end 
process that will be described afterwards. 

20 In practice, server operation support apparatus 120 is realized by 

software executed on a computer such as a personal computer or a work 
station. Fig. 14 shows an appearance of a computer system which is an 
example of a server operation support apparatus. Referring to Fig. 14, this 
computer system 600 includes a computer 602 with an FD (Flexible Disk) 

25 drive device 608 and a CD-ROM (Compact Disc-Read Only Memory) drive 
device 606, a monitor 604, a keyboard 610, and a mouse 612. 

Fig. 15 shows in block format the structure of computer system 600. 
Referring to Fig. 15, computer 602 includes, in addition to FD drive device 
608 and CD-ROM drive device 606, a CPU (Central Processing Unit) 620, a 

30 memory 622, a hard disk 624 and a communication interface 626 all 

connected to each other through a bus. An FD 6 18 is loaded in FD drive 
device 608. A CD-ROM 6 16 is loaded in CD-ROM drive device 606. 

Server operation support apparatus 120 is reahzed by a computer 
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hardware and software executed by CPU 620. In general, this software is 
distributed stored in a recording medium such as FD 618, CD-ROM 616 and 
the like to be read out from the recording medium by FD drive device 608 or 
CD-ROM drive device 606 to be first stored in hard disk 624. The software 
5 is then read out from hard disk 624 into memory 622 to be executed by CPU 
620. The hardware per se of the computer shown in Figs. 14 and 15 is of 
the typical type. Therefore, the most essential portion of the present 
invention is the software recorded in a recording medium such as FD 618, 
CD-ROM 616, hard disk 624, and the like. 
10 Network connection unit 200 shown in Fig. 2 corresponds to 

communication interface 626 shown in Fig. 15. Storage unit 400 shown in 
Fig. 2 corresponds to hard disk 624 show in Fig. 15. The function of control 
unit 300 and timer unit 500 of Fig. 2 is realized by the software executed by 
CPU 620 of Fig. 15. 

15 As described above, the electronic conference system is realized by 

the hardware of computer system 600 and the software executed by CPU 
620. 

The operation of the computer per se shown in Figs. 14 and 15 is well 
known. Therefore, detailed description thereof will not be repeated. 

20 Referring to Fig. 16, the program executed by general user 

notification unit 318 of server operation support apparatus 120 of the 
present embodiment relates to a general user extraction process, having a 
control structure set forth in the following. 

At step (abbreviated as S hereinafter) 100, CPU 620 reads out the 

25 user interest information (information indicating the information of interest 
to the user according to conference hall ID) stored in user interest 
information storage unit 404. 

At S102, CPU 620 reads out the conference hall information (Fig. 8) 
generated by conference monitor unit 312. 

30 At S 104, CPU 620 determines whether there is any that satisfies the 

condition in the conference hall based on the conference hall information 
read out at S102. This determination is based on whether the current 
status of a conference haU specified by the conference hall ID read out at 
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SlOO satisfies a predetermined condition, for example, that the number of 
presented messages and the number of times the message is referred to that 
are registered for each user, for all the conference halls. When there is any 
that satisfies the condition determined by the number of presented messages 
5 and the number of times the message is referred to based on the current 
status of the conference hall information read out at S102 (YES at S104), 
control proceeds to S106. If there is none (NO at S104), the process ends. 

At S106, CPU 620 determines whether a predetermined time has 
elapsed from the previous notification based on the notification time data of 

10 the user interest information (Fig. 4) for the user identified to satisfy the 
condition at S104 and the current time sensed by clock unit 502. If the 
predetermined time has elapsed from the notification to the user that 
satisfies the condition(YES at S106), the process proceeds to S108. If the 
predetermined time has not yet elapsed from the previous notification even 

15 if there is a user that satisfies the condition (NO at S106), the process ends. 
Accordingly, a user, even if satisfying the condition, does not have to receive 
frequently the notification. 

At S108, CPU 620 generates a notification mail indicating that 
conference has becomes active in the conference hall of high interest to the 

20 user registered in advance by the user and transmits the generated mail to 
the general user that satisfies the condition. This communication is 
transmitted through mail transmission/reception unit 302 and network 
connection unit 200 to general user client personal computer 102 and 
ceUular phone 1 12. General user client personal computer 102 and cellular 

25 phone 112 receives in electronic mail format the notification of active 

conferencing at the conference hall of high interest to the user, as shown in 
Fig. 18. 

At SI 10, CPU 620 updates the data of the notification time of the 
general user to which the electronic mail was transmitted at S108. 
30 Referring to Fig. 17, the program executed by general user 

notification unit 318 of server operation support apparatus 120 of the 
present embodiment relates to a general user notification process, and has a 
control structure set forth in the following. It is to be noted that the general 
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user notification process of Fig. 17 differs from the general user notification 
process of Fig. 16 in the format of the read out user interest information. In 
the process shown in Fig. 17, processes similar to those of Fig. 16 have the 
same reference character allotted. Therefore, detailed description thereof 
will not be repeated. 

At S120, CPU 620 reads out user interest information stored in the 
format of keywords fi:om user interest information storage unit 404 (Fig. 5). 

At S122, CPU 620 reads out the title data and main text data of the 
message stored in message storage unit 406. 

At S124, CPU 620 determines whether a keyword read out at S 120 is 
present in the message read out at S 122. This determination is carried out 
by searching for the keyword read out at S120 from the message read out at 
S122. In this case, not only the message main text, but also the title, 
becomes the subject of search. When the keyword is found in the read out 
message (YES at S124), the process proceeds to S126. When the keyword is 
not found in the read out message (NO at S124), the process ends. 

At S126, CPU 620 determines whether a predetermined time has 
elapsed from the previous notification towards the user associated with the 
keyword searched for at S 124, similar to the above-described process of S 106. 
When a predetermined time has elapsed from the previous notification to 
the user that has the keyword searched for (YES at S126), the process 
proceeds to S 128. If a predetermined time has not elapsed from the 
previous notification to the user that has the keyword searched for (NO at 
S126), the process ends. Accordingly, the user satisfying the condition is 
liberated from receiving frequently a notification, similar to the previous 
process of S 106. 

At S128, CPU 620 generates in electronic mail format a notification 
indicating the presence of a message including the keyword that is 
preregistered by the general user, and sends the generated notification to 
the general user via mail transmission/reception unit 302. General user 
client personal computer 102 and general user cellvilar phone 112 receives 
electronic mail indicating the emergence of a keyword of high interest to the 
user, as shown in Fig. 19. The information displayed through the 
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electronic mail shown in Fig. 19 includes the number of presented messages 
at the conference, the number of times the message is referred to, and the 
number of participants in the conference hall of which the keyword emerges. 
These data are read out from the conference hall information generated by 
5 conference monitor unit 312. 

At S130, CPU 620 updates the data of the notification time to the 
user who has received the notification mail at S 128. 

Referring to Fig. 20, the program executed by advertiser notification 
unit 320 of server operation support apparatus 120 of the present 
10 embodiment relates to an advertiser notification process (one-to-one 

correspondence), and has a control structure set forth in the following. 

At S200, CPU 620 reads out the conference haU information 
generated by conference monitor unit 312. At S202, CPU 620 initializes a 
variable 1(1 = 1). 

15 At S204, CPU 620 determines whether the advertisement insertion 

process flag of conference hall (I) is set or not based on the conference hall 
information read out at S200. When the flag is set (YES at S204), the 
process proceeds to S224. When the flag is not set (NO at S204), the 
process proceeds to S206. 

20 At S206, CPU 620 reads out the advertisement insertion condition of 

the advertiser and the automation flag of the conference hall (I) from 
advertisement information storage unit 408. In this case, the 
advertisement information read out from advertisement information storage 
unit 408 includes the advertisement information of an advertiser (Fig. 10) 

25 determined by the conference hall ID and the advertising period. 

At S208, CPU 620 determines whether the advertisement insertion 
condition is satisfied or not according to the current status of the conference 
hall information read out at S200 for conference hall (I). This 
determination is based on the data as to the number of presented messages, 

30 the number of times the message is referred to and the number of 

participants in the conference, as well as the advertisement insertion 
condition shown in Fig. 10 and the access status for each advertisement 
insertion condition shown in Fig. 12. When determination is made that 
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conference hall (I) satisfies the advertisement insertion condition (YES at 
S208), the process proceeds to S2 10. When determination is made that 
conference hall (I) does not satisfy the advertisement insertion condition 
(NO at S208), the process proceeds to S222. 
5 At S210, CPU 620 determines whether the automation flag of the 

advertiser that satisfies the advertisement insertion condition is set or not, 
based on the advertisement information read out at S200. When the 
automation flag is set (YES at S210), the process proceeds to S216. When 
the automation flag is not set (NO at S210), the process proceeds to 8212. 

10 At S212, CPU 620 generates advertisement insertion confirmation 

mail and transmits the generated mail to the advertiser that satisfies the 
advertisement insertion condition. In this case, this advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail is transmitted to only one advertiser; therefore 
the determined advertiser is only one for each combination of the conference 

15 hall ID and the advertisement period. 

Referring to Fig. 21, the advertisement insertion confirmation mail 
transmitted to the advertiser at S212 includes information indicating the 
conference hall ID that satisfies the advertisement insertion condition, as 
well as the number of presented messages and number of times the message 

20 is referred to, read out fi:om the conference hall information. The 

advertisement insertion confirmation mail includes information indicating 
the advertising fee corresponding to the advertisement insertion condition of 
this advertiser. 

At S214, CPU 620 sets the insertion request mail reply waiting time 
25 in the time table corresponding to the advertisement insertion confii-mation 
mail ID. As will be described afterwards, when the insertion request mail 
corresponding to the advertisement insertion confirmation mail is not 
transmitted firom the advertiser within this set insertion request mail reply 
waiting time, this advertiser cannot have the advertisement posted. 
30 At S2 16, CPU 620 generates an advertisement file without 

transmitting the advertisement insertion confirmation mail since 
determination has been made that the automation flag is set at S2 10. This 
advertisement file is generated in the format that allows an advertisement 
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to be posted in the conference hall. Generation of an advertisement file is 
carried out based on URL data, first advertisement text data, second 
advertisement text data and third advertisement text data, specified by the 
advertiser as shown in Fig. 10. 
5 At S218, CPU 620 sets the advertisement insertion end time in the 

time table corresponding to conference haU (I). In this case, the 
advertisement insertion end time is set based on the advertisement 
insertion time data in the advertisement information of Fig. 10. 
Accordingly, the advertisement insertion end time of the advertisement file 

10 generated at S2 16 is set. The time table having the time set at S2 14 and 
S218 is time table 504 of timer unit 500 shown in Fig. 2. 

At S220, CPU 620 sets the advertisement insertion process flag of 
conference haU (I). More specifically, the advertisement insertion process 
flag shown in Fig. 8 is set. This flag in a set state implies that 

15 advertisement insertion is being confirmed to an advertiser or an 

advertisement is currently posted, indicating that an advertiser does not 
have to be searched for. 

At S222, CPU 620 adds 1 to variable I. At S224, CPU 620 
determines whether variable I has exceeded the number of conference halls. 

20 When variable I has exceeded the number of conference halls (YES at S224), 
the process ends. When variable I has not yet exceeded the number of 
conference haUs QS^O at S224), the process proceeds to S204 to carry out the 
process for the next conference hall. 

Referring to Fig. 22, the program executed by insertion request mail 

25 reception processing unit 322 of server operation support apparatus 120 of 
the present embodiment relates to an insertion request ma£ reception 
process (one-to-one correspondence), and has a control structure set forth in 
the following. 

At S300, CPU 620 determines whether the reply waiting time has 
30 elapsed or not. This determination is based on the current time sensed by 
clock unit 502 and the time set in time table 504 corresponding to the 
advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. When the reply waiting 
time has elapsed (YES at S300), the process proceeds to S3 12. When the 
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reply waiting time has not yet elapsed (NO at S300), the process proceeds to 
S302. 

At S302, CPU 620 determines whether insertion request mail has 
been received or not from the advertiser. This determination is made based 
5 on whether insertion request mail received via maO. transmission/reception 
unit 302 is stored in the memory or not. When insertion request mail is 
received (YES at S302), the process proceeds to S304. When the insertion 
request mail is not received (NO at S302), the process returns to S300 to 
determine again whether the reply waiting time has elapsed or not. It is to 

10 be noted that any insertion request mail received after the expiration of the 
reply waiting time will be rendered invaKd. 

By the insertion request mail (received at S302) shown in Fig. 23, 
the conference hall ID and advertisement contents are transmitted to the 
designated address of the insertion request mail of server 100 that reahzes 

15 server operation support apparatus 120. 

In the case where the advertisement insertion request information is 
to be transmitted to server 100 realizing server operation support apparatus 
120 through a browser, a screen 720 is provided on the monitor of advertiser 
dient personal computer 104, as shown in Fig. 24. Screen 720 includes a 

20 first display region where the first advertisement text data registered in the 
advertisement information is displayed, a second display region 726 where 
the second advertisement text data is displayed, and a third display region 
728 where the third advertisement text data is displayed. Screen 720 
further includes a select button 724 to select one of these advertisement text, 

25 an input field 730 to create a new advertisement text, and a transmission 
button 732 to transmit data to server 100 after selecting an advertisement 
text or after creating a new advertisement text. The advertiser receiving 
the advertisement insertion confirmation mail connects his/her client 
personal computer 104 with server 100 to open screen 720. The advertiser 

30 selects an advertisement text or produces a new advertisement text and 
depresses transmission button 732, whereby insertion request mail is 
transmitted. 

At S304, CPU 620 obtains the advertisement insertion confirmation 
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mail ID j&rom the insertion request mail received at S302. The insertion 
request mail includes the data of the advertisement insertion confirmation 
mail ID. At S306, CPU 620 erases the setting in time table 504 
corresponding to the advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. 
5 At S308, CPU 620 generates an advertisement file according to the 

advertisement information (Fig. 10) stored in advertisement information 
storage unit 408. The process of producing this advertisement file is 
similar to the process of the previous S2 16. Therefore, detailed description 
will not be repeated. 

10 At S3 10, CPU 620 sets the advertisement insertion end time in time 

table 504 corresponding to the relevant conference hall. In this case, the 
advertisement insertion end time is set based on the advertisement 
insertion time data of the advertisement information shown in Fig. 10. 
Accordingly, the advertisement insertion end time of the advertisement file 

15 generated at S308 is set. The time table set with the time at S3 10 is time 
table 504 of timer unit 500 of Fig. 2. 

At S3 12, CPU 620 transmits the advertisement insertion disable 
information (time elapse) to the advertiser according to the advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail ID when determination is made that the reply 

20 waiting time has passed at S300. More specifically, for each conference 

hall, it is indicated that, although an advertisement insertion confijrmation 
mail was transmitted to the advertiser satisfying the advertisement 
insertion condition, insertion request mail was not received from that 
advertiser within a predetermined time. In this case, it is assumed that the 

25 advertiser has no intention of placing an advertisement, and advertisement 
insertion disable information is transmitted at the elapse of the reply 
waiting time. 

At S3 14, CPU 620 resets the advertisement insertion processing flag 
of the relevant conference hall. 
30 Referring to Fig. 25, the program executed by advertisement 

insertion end processing unit 508 of server operation support apparatus 120 
of the present embodiment relates to the advertisement insertion end 
process (one-to-one correspondence), and has a control structure set forth in 
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the following. 

At S400, CPU 620 determines whether the advertisement insertion 
time has elapsed or not. This determination is based on the current time 
sensed by clock unit 502 and the time set in time table 504 corresponding to 
5 the conference hall. When the advertisement insertion time has elapsed 
(YES at S400), the process proceeds to S402. When the advertisement 
insertion time has not elapsed (NO at S400), the process returns to S400. 
Waiting is conducted for the elapse of the advertisement insertion time. 

At S402, CPU 620 deletes the advertisement file. Accordingly, the 
10 advertisement is no longer posted at the relevant conference hall in the 
electronic conference system. 

At S404, CPU 620 generates charge account information and stores 
the information in a memory corresponding to the advertiser. Generation 
of the charge account information is based on the advertisement duration 
15 data of Fig. 10 and the advertising fee of Fig. 12. 

At S406, CPU 620 resets the advertisement insertion process flag of 
the relevant conference hall. 

Referring to Fig. 26, the program executed by advertiser notification 
unit 320 of server operation support apparatus 120 of the present 
20 embodiment relates to an advertiser notification process (one-to-many), and 
has a control structure set forth in the following. In the process of Fig. 26, 
those steps similar to the steps of Fig. 20 have the same reference character 
allotted. Therefore, detailed description thereof will not be repeated. 

At S 2 50, CPU 620 reads out the conference hall information 
25 generated by conference monitor unit 312. At S252, CPU 620 initializes 
variable I (I = 1). 

At S254, CPU 620 determines whether the advertisement insertion 
process flag of conference hall (I) is set or not based on the conference haU 
information read out at S250. When the flag is locked (YES at S254), the 
30 process proceeds to S266. When the flag is not set (NO at S254), the 
process proceeds to S256. 

At S256, CPU 620 extracts the advertiser ID of the advertiser that 
has registered an advertisement insertion request to conference haU (I). In 
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this case, the advertiser who has registered insertion of an advertisement in 
conference hall (I) is extracted based on the advertisement information (Fig. 
1 1) stored in advertisement information storage unit 408. For example, 
referring to Fig. 11, when 1 = 5, advertisers corresponding to the conference 
5 haU of conference hall ID = 5 are extracted. More specifically, the 
advertisers having the advertiser ID = 7, 8, 9 and 11 are extracted. 
Advertisers of advertiser ID = 7, 8 and 9 are extracted for all conference 
halls since a particxilar conference hall ID is not registered. 

At S258, CPU 620 determines whether an advertiser satisfying the 

10 advertisement insertion condition is present or not fi:om the advertisers 
extracted at S256. This determination is based on the advertisement 
insertion condition shown in Fig. 11, the access status for each 
advertisement insertion condition of Fig. 12, and the current status of the 
conference hall information of Fig. 8 (number of presented messages, 

15 number of times the message is referred to, and the number of participants 
in conference). When determination is made that an advertiser satisfying 
the advertisement insertion condition is present (YES at S258), the process 
proceeds to S260. When determination is made that there is no advertiser 
that satisfies the advertisement insertion condition (NO at S258), the 

20 process proceeds to S266. 

At S260, CPU 620 generates advertisement insertion confirmation 
mail and transmits the generated mail to all the advertisers satisfying the 
condition. The transmitted advertisement insertion confirmation mail is 
s i milar to the electronic mail shown in Fig. 2 1. The advertising fee is 

25 transmitted together with the mail. As to advertisers registering two or 
more conditions with respect to the advertisement insertion condition, the 
higher advertising fee is transmitted. Also, an advertisement insertion 
co nfir mation mail ID is added to the advertisement insertion confirmation 
mail. As to this advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID, one ID is 

30 allotted to each conference hall where an advertisement is posted when the 
advertisement insertion confirmation mail is transmitted to all the 
advertisers satisf3Tiig the advertisement insertion condition. 

At S262, CPU 620 sets the insertion request mail reply waiting time 
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in time table 504 corresponding to the advertisement insertion confirmation 
maillD. 

At S264, CPU 620 locks conference haU (I). At S266, CPU 620 adds 
1 to variable I. 

5 At S268, CPU 620 determines whether variable I has exceeded the 

number of conference halls. When variable I has exceeded the number of 
conference halls (YES at S268), the process ends. When variable I has not 
exceeded the number of conference haUs (NO at S268), the process proceeds 
to S254. The process for the next conference haU is carried out. 

10 Referring to Fig. 27, the program executed by insertion request maQ 

reception processing unit 322 of server operation support apparatus 120 of 
the present embodiment relates to an insertion request mail reception 
process (one-to-many), and has a control structure set forth in the following. 
In the process of Fig. 27, those steps similar to the steps of Fig. 22 have the 

15 same reference characters allotted. Therefore, detailed description thereof 
will not be repeated. 

At S350, CPU 620 initializes the variable N (N = 1). 
At S352, CPU 620 determines whether the reply waiting tinie has 
elapsed or not. This determination is based on the current time sensed by 

20 clock unit 502 and the time set in time table 504 corresponding to 

advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. When determination is 
made that the reply waiting time has elapsed (YES at S352), the process 
proceeds to S366. When determination is made that the reply time has not 
elapsed (NO at S352), the process proceeds to S354. 

25 At S354, CPU 620 determines whether the insertion request mail is 

received or not. When determination is made that insertion request mail is 
received (YES at S354), the process proceeds to S356. When determination 
is made that the insertion request mail is not received (NO at S354), the 
process proceeds to S352. Determination is made again whether the reply 

30 waiting time has elapsed or not. Any insertion request mail received after 
elapse of the reply waiting time is made invalid. 

At S356, CPU 620 obtains the advertisement insertion confirmation 
mail ID fi:om the insertion request mail received at S354. 
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At S358, CPU 620 generates advertisement candidate data setting 
the advertiser of the insertion request mail received at S3 54 as the Nth 
advertisement candidate and stores the generated data for each 
advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. 
5 Referring to Fig. 28, the advertisement candidate data generated at 

S358 includes data of conference hall ID, advertiser ID, candidate order and 
advertisement text identification information for each advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail ID. For example, when the advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail ID is 1001, the fijcst advertisement candidate 

10 is the advertiser with the advertiser ID = 2, and the second advertisement 
candidate is the advertiser with the advertiser ID = 1. The advertiser with 
advertiser ID = 2 requests insertion of the second advertisement text data 
whereas the advertiser with the advertiser ID = 1 requests insertion of 
newly transmitted advertisement text data. Advertisement insertion 

15 confirmation mail ID is assigned to one conference hall (in the example of 
Fig. 28, ID = 3) to specify a conference hall which is the object where the 
advertisement is to be posted. The advertisement identification 
information is included in the insertion request mail. 

At S360, CPU 620 adds 1 to variable N. At S362, CPU 620 

20 determines whether variable N has exceeded the advertisement upper l i mi t 
value. This advertisement upper Hmit value defines the upper limit of the 
number of advertisements registered as predetermined advertisement 
candidates. When variable N exceeds the advertisement upper limit value 
(YES at S362), the process proceeds to S364. When variable N does not 

25 exceed the advertisement upper limit value (NO at S362), the process 
returns to S352 where determination is made again whether the reply 
waiting time has elapsed or not. More specifically, when determination is 
made again that the reply waiting time has not elapsed, determination is 
then made again whether insertion request mail has been received or not. 

30 When the insertion request mail is received again, the advertisement 
candidate data of the (N + l)th advertisement candidate is generated 
according to the insertion request mail received again. By repeating such a 
process, advertisement candidate data is generated until the reply waiting 
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time has elapsed or until the registered number of advertisement candidates 
has exceeded the advertisement upper limit value. Advertisement 
candidate data is produced in which the order receiving the insertion 
request mail corresponds to the order of the advertisement candidate. 
5 At S364, CPU 620 transmits the advertisement insertion disable 

information (arrival of upper limit) to the advertiser that has not received 
the insertion request mail based on the advertisement insertion 
confirmation mail ID, when determination is made that variable N has 
exceeded the advertisement upper limit value at S362. 
10 At S366, CPU 620 transmits the advertisement insertion disable 

information (time elapse) to the advertiser that has not received the 
insertion request mail based on the advertisement insertion confirmation 
mail ID, when determination is made that the reply waiting time has 
elapsed at S352. 

15 When the advertisement insertion confirmation mail is transmitted, 

the advertisement candidate data is stored in the generated advertisement 
candidate file for each advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID (i.e., for 
each conference hall ID where the advertisement is to be posted). Although 
advertisement candidate file is generated when advertisement insertion 

20 confirmation mail is transmitted, the generated advertisement candidate 
file win be empty when no insertion request mail has been received at the 
elapse of the reply waiting time. 

Referring to Fig. 29, the program executed at insertion request mail 
time out processing unit 506 of server operation support apparatus 120 of 

25 the present embodiment relates to an insertion request mail tune out 

process (one -to -many), and has a control structure set forth in the following. 

At S380, CPU 620 determines whether a reply waiting time has 
elapsed or not. This determination is based on the current time sensed by 
clock unit 502 and the time set in time table 504 corresponding to the 

30 advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. When determination is 
made that the reply waiting time has elapsed (YES at S380), the process 
proceeds to S382. When determination is made that the reply wait time 
has not elapsed (NO at S380), the process returns to S380. Waiting is 
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conducted for the elapse of the reply waiting time. 

At S382, CPU 620 reads out the advertisement candidate file. 
Advertisement candidate data as shown in Fig. 28 or 29 is stored in this 
advertisement candidate Jfile when insertion request mail is received before 
5 the reply wait time elapses. 

At S384, CPU 620 determines whether there is advertisement 
candidate data in the advertisement candidate file read out at S382. When 
there is advertisement candidate data in the advertisement candidate file 
(YES at S384), the process proceeds to S386. When there is no 

10 advertisement candidate data in the advertisement candidate file (NO at 
S384), the process proceeds to S390. 

At S386, CPU 620 generates an advertisement file based on the 
advertisement information of the first advertiser of the advertisement 
candidates of the advertisement candidate data. In this case, the 

15 advertisement file is generated based on the advertisement candidate data 
shown in Fig. 28 and the advertisement information shown in Fig. 11. 

At S388, CPU 620 sets the advertisement insertion end time in time 
table 504 corresponding to the relevant conference hall. In this case, the 
advertisement insertion end time is set based on the advertisement 

20 irisertiontimedatashowniaFig.il. Accordingly, the advertisement 
insertion end time of the advertisement file generated at S386 is set. 

At S390, CPU 620 resets the advertisement insertion process flag of 
the relevant conference hall when determination is made that there is no 
advertisement candidate data in the advertisement candidate file. 

25 Referring to Fig. 30, the program executed by advertisement 

insertion end processing unit 508 of server operation support apparatus 120 
of the present embodiment relates to an advertisement insertion end process 
(one-to-many), and has a control structure set forth in the following. In the 
flow chart of Fig. 30, those steps similar to those of Fig. 25 have the same 

30 reference character allotted. Therefore, detailed description thereof will 
not be repeated. 

At S440, CPU 620 reads out the advertisement candidate file. The 
advertisement candidate data shown in Fig. 28 is stored in the 
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advertisement candidate file when the insertion request mail is received 
before the reply waiting time elapses. 

At S450, CPU 620 initializes variable N (N = 1). At S452, CPU 620 
determines whether the advertisement insertion time has elapsed or not. 
5 When the advertisement insertion time has elapsed (YES at S452), the 

process proceeds to S454. When the advertisement insertion time has not 
yet passed (NO at S452), the process proceeds to S452 to wait for the elapse 
of the advertisement insertion time. 

At S454, CPU 620 deletes the advertisement file of the Nth 
10 advertisement candidate. At S456, CPU 620 generates charge account 
information and stores the generated information in the memory 
corresponding to the advertiser of the Nth candidate. 

At S458, CPU 620 adds 1 to variable N. At S460, CPU 620 
determines whether there is the Nth advertisement candidate according to 
15 the advertisement candidate file read out at S440. When the Nth 

advertisement candidate is present (YES at S460), the process proceeds to 
S462. When the Nth advertisement candidate is not present (NO at S460), 
the process proceeds to S466. 

At S462, CPU 620 generates an advertisement file based on the 
20 advertisement information of the Nth candidate. At S464, CPU 620 sets 
the advertisement insertion end time in the time table corresponding to the 
relevant conference hall. 

At S466, CPU 620 resets the advertisement insertion process flag of 
the relevant conference haU when determination is made that the Nth 
25 advertisement information is absent at S460. By such a process, an 

advertisement is posted for candidates up to the Nth candidate registered in 
the advertisement candidate data. In this case, the number of candidates 
N corresponds to the advertisement upper limit value when the 
advertisement upper limit value has been reached before the reply waiting 
30 time has elapsed, and corresponds to a number smaller than the 

advertisement upper limit value when the reply waiting time has elapsed 
before the advertisement upper limit value is exceeded. 

The operation of server operation support apparatus 120 wiU be 
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described hereinafter based on the above structure and flow charts. 
[General User Notification Process] 

The electronic conference system is logged in through general user 
client personal computer 102. When a conference hall of interest ID is to be 
5 registered, the conference hall ID of the conference hall of interest is input 
through the keyboard of general user cHent personal computer 102 together 
with the number of presented messages and the number of participants in 
the conference which are the conditions to receive notification. The input 
conference hall ID is registered in user interest information storage unit 404 

10 as the conference hall ID of interest shown in Fig. 4. When a keyword of 

interest is to be registered, screen 550 of Fig. 6 is provided on the monitor of 
general user client personal computer 102. Interest registration button 552 
on screen 550 is pointed to and clicked with mouse pointer 554. In response 
to this cHck, the keyword corresponding to the clicked interest registration 

15 button 552 is registered as the keyword of interest shown in Fig. 5 in user 
interest information storage unit 404. 

Following this registration, determination is made whether a 
predetermined time has elapsed from the previous notification to the user 
that satisfies the condition when the condition shown in Fig. 4 is satisfied 

20 (YES at S104) in the plurality of conference halls during conferencing in the 
electronic conference system (S106). When a predetermined time has 
elapsed fiom the previous notification to the user that satisfies the condition 
(YES at S106), the notification mail of Fig. 18 is produced and transmitted to 
the user that satisfies the condition (S108). The general user receiving this 

25 notification mail is made aware of active conferencing in the conference hall 
of his/her own interest and may participate in that conference hall at his/her 
discretion. 

When the keywords shown in Fig. 5 are registered, the message 
transmitted from the general user is stored in message storage unit 406 
30 through network connection unit 200 and message management unit 314. 
At a predetermined time interval (for example, one minute), the message 
stored in message storage unit 406 is read out (S122), and determination is 
made whether the registered keyword is present in the read out message 
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(S124). When there is the keyword in the read out message and a 
predetermined time has elapsed from the previous notification to the user 
that has registered that keyword (YES at S126), the notification mail as 
shown in Fig. 19 is produced and transmitted to the general user that 
5 satisfies the condition (S 128). Similar to the general user receiving the 

notification mail shown in Fig. 18, the general user receiving the notification 
mail of Fig. 19 is made aware of the conference hall that transmits the 
message that has the keyword of his/her own interest and may participate in 
that conference hall at his/her discretion. 

10 [Advertiser Process (One-to-One)] 

The advertiser requesting to insert an advertisement to the 
electronic conference system operated by the server registers the 
advertisement information as shown in Fig. 10 or 11 via advertisement 
information management unit 3 16. At a predetermined time interval, the 

15 conference hall information is read out (S2 GO). Determination is made 
whether the advertisement insertion condition is satisfied or not in a 
conference hall (S208). When the advertisement registration condition is 
satisfied and the automation flag is set, an advertisement file is generated 
without transmitting the advertisement insertion confirmation mail (S216). 

20 The advertisement insertion end time is set in the time table corresponding 
to that conference hall based on the advertisement information (S218). 

When the advertisement registration condition is satisfied and the 
automation flag is not set (NO at S210), advertisement insertion 
confinnation maO. shown in Fig. 2 1 is generated and transmitted to the 

25 advertiser (S2 12). When there is an advertiser satisfying the 

advertisement insertion condition in the conference hall, the advertisement 
insertion process flag of conference hall is set (S220). 

The above-described process is carried out for all the conference halls 
hosted in the electronic conference system. When the advertisement 

30 insertion condition is satisfied and the automation flag set, the 

advertisement file is generated automatically. When the automation flag is 
not set, the advertisement insertion confirmation mail is transmitted to the 
advertiser. 
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Prior to the elapse of the reply waiting time (NO at S300) if the 
automation flag is not set, reception of insertion request mail (YES at S302) 
causes the advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID to be fetched from 
the insertion request mail (S304) and the setting in the time table 
5 corresponding to the advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID is erased 
(S306). Upon receiving insertion request mail firom the advertiser, an 
advertisement file is produced (S308), and the advertisement insertion end 
time is set in the time table corresponding to that conference hall based on 
the advertisement information (S3 10). 

10 When the reply waiting time has elapsed before reception of 

insertion request mail, advertisement insertion disable information (time 
elapse) is transmitted to the advertiser based on the advertisement insertion 
confirmation mail ID. Following transmission of the advertisement 
insertion disable information, the advertisement insertion process flag of the 

15 relevant conference haH is reset (S3 14). 

When the advertisement insertion time has elapsed (YES at S400), 
the advertisement file is deleted (S402). Charge account information 
corresponding to the advertisement up to the elapse of the advertisement 
insertion time is generated and stored corresponding to the advertiser 

20 (S404). Then, the advertisement insertion process flag of relevant 
conference hall is reset (S406). 

When the advertiser is determined as one by the advertising period 
and conference hall as shown in Fig. 10 and the automation flag is set, an 
advertisement file is produced automatically and the advertisement 

25 insertion end time is set. When the automation flag is not set and insertion 
request mail is received prior to the elapse of the reply waiting time from the 
transmission of the advertisement insertion confirmation mafl, an 
advertisement file is generated and the advertisement insertion end time is 
set. The advertisement is posted at the conference hall based on the 

30 produced advertisement file until the elapse of the set advertisement 
insertion end time. 

[Advertisement Process (One-to-Many)] 

In case of a plurality of advertisers being registered with respect to 
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one conference hall as shown in Fig. 1 1 in the advertisement information 
stored in advertisement information storage unit 408, an advertisement 
process is carried out as set forth below. 

The conference hall information is read out at a predetermined time 
5 interval (S250). The advertiser ID registering an advertisement insertion 
request is extracted for the unlocked conference hall (S256). When there is 
an advertiser or advertisers satisfying the advertisement insertion condition 
in the extracted advertisers (YES at S258), advertisement insertion 
confirmation mail is generated and transmitted to all the advertisers 

10 satisfying the condition (S260). The insertion request mail reply waiting 
time is set in the time table corresponding to the ID of the advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail (S262). The advertisement insertion process 
flag of the relevant conference haU is locked (S264). Such a process is 
carried out for aH conference halls. 

15 Following the transmission of the advertisement insertion 

confirmation mail to all advertisers satisfying the advertisement insertion 
condition for respective conference halls, reception of insertion request mail 
(YES at S354) before elapse of the reply waiting time (NO at S352) causes 
the advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID to be fetched fi:om the 

20 insertion request mail (S356). Advertisement candidate data with the 
advertiser receiving the insertion request mail as the Nth advertisement 
candidate is generated and stored for each advertisement insertion 
confirmation mail ID (S358). Advertisement candidate data is stored in the 
advertisement candidate file until the advertisement upper limit value is 

25 reached or until the reply waiting time elapses in the process of generating 
advertisement candidate data. When the reply waiting time has elapsed, 
advertisement insertion disable information (time elapse) is transmitted 
(S366) to the advertiser that has not received insertion request mail 
according to the advertisement insertion confirmation mail ID. When the 

30 advertisement upper limit value has been reached prior to the elapse of the 
reply waiting time, the advertisement insertion disable information (arrival 
of upper limit) is transmitted to the advertiser that has not received the 
advertisement request mail according to the advertisement insertion 
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confirmation mail ID (S364). 

At the elapse of the reply waiting time (YES at S380), the 
advertisement candidate file is read out (S382). When there is 
advertisement candidate data in the advertisement candidate file (YES at 
S384), an advertisement file is generated according to the advertisement 
information of the first candidate (S386). When there is no advertisement 
candidate data in the read out advertisement candidate file (NO at S384), 
the advertisement insertion process flag of the relevant conference hall is 
reset. This unlock causes extraction again of any advertiser satisfying the 
advertisement condition for this conference hall. Then, the advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail is transmitted again. 

At the elapse of the advertisement insertion time (YES at S452) in 
the event that the advertisement is posted in the conference hall based on 
the advertisement file (YES at S452), the advertisement file of the 
advertisement that was posted is deleted (S454). Charge account 
information for the advertisement that was posted till then is stored in the 
memory corresponding to the relevant advertiser (S456). This process is 
carried out for all advertisement candidates. When this process is 
completed for aU advertisement candidates (NO at S460), the advertisement 
insertion process flag of the relevant conference hall is reset (S466). By 
such a process, an advertisement can be posted in a conference haU 
according to the advertisement order for all the advertisement candidates 
registered in the advertisement candidate file. 

In a server that operates an electronic conference system to which 
many users are connected through a network, the server operation support 
apparatus of the present embodiment transmits notification mail to a 
relevant general user when conferencing becomes active at a conference hall 
registered as of interest by that general user or when a keyword registered 
as of interest by that general user appears in conferencing. An advertiser 
wishing to insert an advertisement by electronic data in the electronic 
conference system registers in advance an advertisement insertion condition 
of a conference hall. The server operation support apparatus transmits 
advertisement insertion confirmation mail to the advertiser that satisfies 
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tlie advertisement insertion condition. The server operation support 
apparatus generates an advertisement file upon receiving insertion request 
mail from the advertiser, whereby the advertisement of that advertiser is 
posted in a predetermined conference hall. When insertion request mail is 
5 received from a plurality of advertisers, the server operation support 
apparatus determines the order according to the received order of the 
insertion request mail or in the descending order of a higher advertising fee, 
and posts the advertisement. The server operation support apparatus of 
the present embodiment can support the operation of the server by 

10 increasing the number of users connected to the server that operates an 

electronic conference system or the Hke to which an unspecified number of 
many users are connected through a network to provide information of high 
interest to the connecting user. 

As mentioned before, determination can be made whether a user 

15 similar to a certain person in age and sex has accessed or not, based on the 
age and sex (Fig. 3) in the user information stored in user information 
storage unit 402 and conference hall information (Fig. 8) generated by 
conference monitor unit 312 (Fig. 8) without depending on the conference 
hall ID registered in advance by the user. The determination is based on 

20 the detected number of users accessing to each conference hall classified by 
age and sex for all the conference halls. In addition to providing 
notification when a chent computer having personal information similar to 
the personal information of a user accesses the server, specific notification 
can be made. For example, when a male user in his thirties has registered 

25 for the access of a female in her twenties, access made by a user of these 
conditions may be notified to that male user. 

Advertisement insertion confirmation mail can be transmitted again 
to the same advertiser, as described in the following, as an alternative to the 
process of S3 12 in Fig. 22. More specifically, when insertion request mail is 

30 not received within the reply waiting time, advertisement insertion 

confirmation mail can be transmitted again to the same advertiser with a 
lower advertising fee. The advertiser made aware that the advertising fee 
is reduced may decide to request insertion of an advertisement. By 
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repeating such a process, advertisement for that conference hall can be 
maintained. 

Furthermore, as an alternative to the process of S362 in Fig. 27, all 
the insertion request mails received before the elapse of the reply waiting 
time can be rearranged in the descending order of advertising fee. The 
advertisers from the higher advertising fee up to the number of 
advertisements in. the conference haU are determined to be the 
advertisement candidate. In this case, the advertisement candidate data 
includes data of the conference hall ID, advertiser ID, advertising fee and 
advertisement text identification information for each advertisement 
insertion confirmation mail ID. In this case, the advertiser of advertiser ID 
= 21 with the highest advertising fee is registered as the first advertisement 
candidate, and the advertiser of advertiser ID = 14 with the next highest 
advertising fee is registered as the second advertisement candidate. 

Although the present invention has been described and illustrated in 
detail, it is clearly understood that the same is by way of illustration and 
example only and is not to be taken by way of hmitation, the spirit and scope 
of the present iavention being limited only by the terms of the appended 
claims. 
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